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ABSTRACT 

In response to an incident in which White teenagers shot 
Alaska Natives with frozen paintballs, the Alaska State Advisory Committee 
(SAC) to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights hosted a 2-day community forum 
in Anchorage. The forum solicited input about improving race relations from 
state, local, and federal officials, representatives of advocacy groups and 
community organizations, and Alaska residents, and focused on education, 
employment, and the administration of justice. The SAC also obtained input 
specifically from Alaska Natives in a day-long session at the annual 
Conference of the Alaska Federation of Natives. Civil rights issues unique to 
Alaska include an urban/rural divide, with residents of remote rural villages 
(predominantly Native Alaskans) often receiving inferior state and federal 
services, if any at all; rural subsistence lifestyles based on access to 
natural resources; and local control of natural resources through tribal 
self-governance. A chapter on educational issues covers racial disparities in 
achievement, lack of teacher diversity and cultural integration, and 
inadequate funding for rural schools. A chapter on economic opportunity and 
employment discusses employment trends, assessment of the employment divide, 
and achieving employment equity for minority groups. A chapter on the 
administration of justice describes law enforcement and public safety, 
victimization of Alaska Natives, public safety in rural Alaska, the criminal 
justice system, and corrections. Thirty-eight recommendations are made in the 
areas of education, employment, and justice, as well as five general 
recommendations. An appendix lists forum participants. (Each chapter contains 
footnotes . ) ( TD) 
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The United States Commission on Civil Rights 

The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights is an independent, bipartisan agency established by 
Congress in 1957, reconstituted in 1983, and reauthorized in 1994. It is directed to investigate 
complaints alleging that citizens are being deprived of their right to vote by reason of their race, 
color, religion, sex, age, disability, or national origin, or by reason of fraudulent practices; study 
and collect information relating to discrimination or a denial of equal protection of the laws 
under the Constitution because of race, color, religion, sex, age, disability, or national origin, or 
in the administration of justice; appraise federal laws and policies with respect to discrimination 
or denial of equal protection of the laws because of race, color, religion, sex, age, disability, or 
national origin, or in the administration of justice; serve as a national clearinghouse for 
information in respect to discrimination or denial of equal protection of the laws because of 
race, color, religion, sex, age, disability, or national origin; submit reports, findings, and 
recommendations to the President and Congress; and issue public service announcements to 
discourage discrimination or denial of equal protection of the laws. 

The State Advisory Committees 

By law, the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights has established an advisory committee in each of 
the 50 states and the District of Columbia. The committees are composed of state citizens who 
serve without compensation. The committees advise the Commission of civil rights issues in 
their states that are within the Commission’s jurisdiction. More specifically, they are authorized 
to advise the Commission on matters of their state’s concern in the preparation of Commission 
reports to the President and the Congress; receive reports, suggestions, and recommendations 
from individuals, public officials, and representatives of public and private organizations to 
committee inquiries; forward advice and recommendations to the Commission, as requested; 
and observe any open hearing or conference conducted by the Commission in their states. 



This report is available on disk in ASCII and WordPerfect 5.1 for persons with visual 
impairments. Please call (202) 376-8110. It is also posted on the Commission’s Web site at 
www.usccr.gov. 
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the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 
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Mary Frances Berry, Chairperson 
Cruz Reynoso, Vice Chairperson 
Jennifer C. Braceras 
Christopher Edley, Jr. 

Elsie M. Meeks 
Abigail Themstrom 
Victoria Wilson 

Les Jin, Staff Director 

Attached is a report from the Alaska Advisory Committee based on fact-finding and community forums 
held August 23-24, 2001, and October 25, 2001, to collect information on education, employment, and 
administration of justice concerns of particular relevance to Alaskan Natives in the state. Both meetings 
were held in Anchorage, the largest urban center. Commission Vice Chairperson Cruz Reynoso and 
Commission members Yvonne Y. Lee and Elsie Meeks joined the Alaska Advisory Committee in the 
August forum, and Commission member Yvonne Y. Lee (whose term as commissioner ended December 
2001) joined the Alaska Advisory Committee in the October forum. Discrimination against Alaska Na- 
tives and other minorities in the state has long been a concern of the Alaska Advisory Committee. At its 
meetings since 1998, members alleged that a climate of tolerance for bigotry had been developing for a 
number of years. Beginning in May 1999, the Advisory Committee encouraged the state’s governor to 
convene a statewide conference on race. 

At its April 26, 2001, meeting, the Advisory Committee was briefed by a representative of the Alaska 
Federation of Natives on discrimination that he alleged had been ongoing since the Native population had 
been met by early explorers. A recent and overt example, he said, had been a January 2001 incident in- 
volving three youths who had videotaped themselves shooting frozen paintballs at Alaska Native victims 
on the streets of Anchorage. 

The Advisory Committee determined that it should conduct community forums to collect data on the alle- 
gations of discrimination facing Alaska Natives and, to the extent there is overlap, other minorities. 
Members of the Advisory Committee believed their effort should focus on education, employment, and 
the administration of justice, and formed a subcommittee to define the parameters of the study. The Advi- 
sory Committee believed strongly that it should involve the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights in this en- 
deavor. The Commission decided that it would assist the Advisory Committee in obtaining information at 
the forums through the participation of members of the Commission. 

Many forum participants suggested that an urban/rural divide had worked to the detriment of Native 
Alaskans, who for the most part reside in the state’s rural villages. They alleged a lack of law enforce- 
ment, scarcity of employment opportunities, and limited educational opportunities for these rural resi- 
dents. Native Alaskans who reside in the state’s urban areas suggested that the situation in education, em- 
ployment, and in the administration of justice also paints a picture of discrimination. 

While the Advisory Committee is encouraged by the efforts of the governor and of the mayor of Anchor- 
age to deal with the issues raised since the paintball incident, it seeks to ensure that action is implemented 
to finally deal with the concerns of the state’s Native population and discrimination in general. 
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The Advisory Committee appreciates the support of Vice Chairperson Cruz Reynoso and Commissioners 
Yvonne Y. Lee and Elsie Meeks, who participated, and the voluntary contribution of the people of 
Alaska, both Native and non-Native, who appeared before the Advisory Committee panel. 

The Advisory Committee approved submission of this report to the Commission without objection. It is 
hoped that the report will encourage constructive change and equitable solutions. The time for action on 
longstanding recommendations is now, and Alaska’s efforts could prove to be a model for solutions in 
other parts of the nation. 



Respectfully, 



Gilbert F. Gutierrez, Chairperson 
Alaska Advisory Committee 
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Preface 



On April 26, 2001, the Alaska Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights held a meet- 
ing in Anchorage. The meeting was a briefing on discrimination faced by Alaska Natives in the state. Al- 
bert Kookesh, co-chairman of the Alaska Federation of Natives and an elected member of the state legis- 
lature, expressed the federation’s concern about the rise in racial tensions it observed and alleged a pattern 
of discrimination against Alaska Natives. He described a January 2001 incident where three white teenag- 
ers driving around Anchorage shot frozen paintballs at Alaska Natives. The incident, he said, was another 
indication of racial intolerance toward Alaska’s first people. 

While the paintball incident spurred the Advisory Committee’s request for Commission involvement, it 
was not the prime motivation for the Committee’s interest in the concerns of Alaska Natives and other 
minorities in the state, and it was not the first time the issue of racial tensions had been brought to the at- 
tention of the Committee. At their meeting of May 20, 1999, the members of the Advisory Committee 
discussed their perceptions about a seeming rise in racial tensions throughout the state. Members believed 
the issue should be brought to the attention of officials in state government, and the Advisory Committee 
approved a letter to the governor requesting that he convene a statewide conference on race. In the letter, 
the Advisory Committee expressed its belief “that the State of Alaska would benefit from a formalized 
dialogue on race under the auspices of the Office of the Governor.” 1 On June 14, 1999, the Commission’s 
Western Regional Office received a telephone call from the governor’s office requesting information on 
the President’s Commission on Race. A contact at the White House Office on the Initiative for One 
America, the successor agency for the President’s Commission on Race, was provided to the office of the 
governor. 2 

By the following spring, there was no indication of progress on the Advisory Committee’s recommenda- 
tion. At its meeting of May 18, 2000, the Advisory Committee agreed to send a follow-up letter, including 
copies of the May 28 and June 14, 1999, letters, to the governor’s office reiterating the need for a state- 
wide conference on race. 3 In a letter dated June 26, 2000, David Ramseur, chief of staff, office of the 
governor, responded: 

The Governor is heartened and most supportive of President Clinton’s initiatives to bring Americans 
together, regardless of race. He applauds the work of the President’s Commission on Race. In Alaska, 
Governor Knowles has undertaken many initiatives to bring Alaskans together. 

He has launched one of the boldest steps in Alaska’s history to improve the status of All Alaskans by 
working closely with Alaska Native tribes. In an historic effort, the Governor is working with tribes on 
a govemment-to-govemment basis to better improve the delivery of services to all Alaskans, with a 
special focus on Native Alaskans, many of who live in small, remote villages and are often without the 
modem conveniences or economic opportunities many Americans take for granted. Nearly 100 tribal 
representatives and state and federal officials recently participated in a successful two-day conference 
on this initiative. 

In fulfilling a campaign promise, Governor Knowles re-energized the state Office of Equal Employ- 
ment Opportunity by moving it from a state agency into the Office of the Governor and beefing up its 
staffing and responsibilities. The Office counts many successes in increasing minority hires in state 
government. Its director, Thelma Buchholdt, is a member of your Alaska Advisory Committee. 



1 Gilbert F. Gutierrez, chairperson, Alaska Advisory Committee, U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, letter to Tony Knowles, gov- 
ernor, State of Alaska, May 28, 1999. 

2 Thomas V. Pilla, Western Regional Office, U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, letter to Jesse Kiehl, Office of the Governor, 
State of Alaska, June 14, 1999. 

3 Thomas V. Pilla, Western Regional Office, U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, letter to Nina Hartwig, Office of the Governor, 
State of Alaska, May 24, 2000. 
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Governor Knowles has directed his regional offices to initiate regular contact with minority groups in 
Alaska’s largest communities, Anchorage and Fairbanks. The diversity of groups involved includes Ko- 
reans, Tongans, African-Americans, and Hispanics. 

Governor Knowles has appointed many minority Alaskans to top positions in state government, from 
the judicial and executive branches to prominent state boards and commissions. 

The Governor is working hard to bring Alaskans of diverse races together by trying to solve the subsis- 
tence issue, in which Native and rural Alaskans depend on fish and game for their sustenance. Despite 
legislative efforts to deny a subsistence priority to rural Alaskans, the Governor has brought Alaska 
closer than ever to a permanent solution to this dilemma. 

As a result of these initiatives, and many others undertaken at other levels of government and by private 
Alaskans and organizations, we feel a statewide conference on race is unnecessary at this time. We look 
forward to working with your office, the Commission and the Alaska Advisory Committee to improve 
relations between Alaskans of all races. 4 

Despite the above response, the Advisory Committee still believed the state would benefit from a dia- 
logue on race sponsored by the office of the governor. It reiterated this stance at its meeting of September 
21, 2000, and supported calls for action to combat racism by the Alaska Federation of Natives and other 
organizations and individuals. Then, in January 2001, the paintball incident occurred and the greater 
community appeared shocked by the event. The governor formulated a multipronged action plan that in- 
cluded the creation of a Commission on Tolerance and appointment of commissioners to conduct a study 
and issue a report. The mayor of Anchorage, using his “Kitchen Cabinet” of individuals from the commu- 
nity who advise the mayor on issues affecting local government, convened citywide workshops and mini- 
hearings to allow citizens an opportunity to express their thoughts and make recommendations to the mu- 
nicipality. The Advisory Committee is hopeful that the dialogue surrounding the paintball incident will 
continue and generate action on recommendations. 

At its meeting of April 26, 2001, the Advisory Committee heard the presentation from the Alaska Federa- 
tion of Natives and considered a course of action. It voted unanimously to conduct a series of forums to 
collect information on discrimination in education, employment, and in the administration of justice faced 
by Alaska Natives in the state. The first community forum was held August 23-24, 2001, and a second 
one-day forum was held October 25, 2001, in conjunction with the annual conference of the Alaska Fed- 
eration of Natives to allow for the participation of Alaska Natives from villages and rural areas of the 
state who may not have been able to participate in August. Both forums were held in Anchorage. Perhaps 
the overriding concern that emerged was the sense of frustration on the part of Alaska Natives and other 
minorities who said that the problem of discrimination has been studied and restudied; and findings and 
recommendations have been shared and released in report after report and seemingly forgotten. The im- 
pact of the urban/rural divide on the provision of governmental funding and services, allegations of un- 
equal protection by law enforcement, lack of employment opportunities, and disparities in educational 
achievement were prevailing complaints heard by the Advisory Committee and Commissioners in atten- 
dance. 

The Advisory Committee is thankful for the cooperation it received from the office of the governor, cabi- 
net-level officials, legislative leaders, the mayor of Anchorage, law enforcement, federal, state, and local 
agencies, various community-based organizations, and private citizens. The Advisory Committee is hope- 
ful that the dialogue spurred by the paintball incident results in ongoing concern and constructive action. 



4 David Ramseur, deputy chief of staff. Office of the Governor, State of Alaska, letter to Thomas Pilla, Western Regional Office, 
U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, June 26, 2000. 
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